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			JAMES

			For Tim Russert

			MARY

			To Gabriel and Michael, angels always

		

	
		
			 

			JAMES

			There are a lot of places I like, but I like New Orleans better.

			—Bob Dylan

			MARY

			I am the wisest man alive, for I know one thing, and that is that I know nothing.

			—Socrates

			What has been will be again,

			what has been done will be done again;

			there is nothing new under the sun.

			—Ecclesiastes

		

	
		
			FAQ

			SOME PEOPLE IN POLITICS INSPIRE CONFIDENCE. We seem to inspire curiosity. And not too much concerning the field we are known for: politics.

			Being asked strange and highly personal questions is normal life for us. We promise you that every single answer to the questions below can be found in vivid and occasionally lurid detail in the pages to follow. Think of this book as James and Mary for Dummies. Or, better yet, think of this book as a scavenger hunt. The only question not answered is whether James has any hobbies apart from sex.

			Not that we think you are dummies, by the way—unless you don’t believe in honest politics and true love.

			 

			
					Is your marriage a sham?

					Is your marriage a political stunt?

					Are your politics a sham/stunt?

					Do you have offspring, and if so, Republicans or Democrats?

					What could you possibly see in each other?

					Is your wife as big a bitch as she seems to be on TV?

					What is Dick Cheney really like?

					Is your husband weird like that at home?

					He must be good in bed, otherwise why would you be with him?

					Is this all about good make-up sex?

					What is sex with a Republican like?

					Do you have any friends in common?

					What do you fight about the most?

					How close to divorce have you gotten?

					Do you have hobbies?

					If you had hobbies, what would they be?

					Why did you move to New Orleans?

			

		

	
		
			1.

			You Can Always Go Home Again

			MARY

			IT WAS A NEW ORLEANS SUMMER NIGHT IN 2007. Dusk was just ending and the air was thick, like a cocktail of air and water. I ventured outside to walk the dogs. The street was dark, weirdly quiet. I looked back at the empty house we’d just moved into, a rambling mansion by my standards, but certainly not by the standards of New Orleans, a world unto itself, a distinctly American city with a romantic European grandeur.

			I wondered what the new house, and a new city, would bring us. After twenty years of holy and unholy matrimony—including storms, hurricanes, wars, disruptive house moves that James always hated, raising two daughters into teenagehood, and our own separate moments on the frontlines of political battles, presidential elections, punditry pontification and, yes, if I can go braggadocio on you, even history—we had worked out a way of living together, staying together and being happier.

			There had been too many trials. Even more errors. One thing we learned: if peace could visit us, even illusively, it required well-thought-out living arrangements.

			James and I needed space. Mostly from each other.

			To be happy under the same roof, we required our own offices, our own bathrooms and our own closets. We needed a well-functioning kitchen with a double sink, a big icebox and enough room so our family, all of us—true foodies and amateur cooks—could concoct our meals. We needed a dining room for big gatherings, a lair for mass viewings of TV football games, and a hangout place where our daughters, Matty and Emerson, could be with their friends, inclusive of but not restricted to pajama parties.

			I had my own personal requirements: windows that open for fresh air, a garden where all my animals could run. I needed bookshelves, lots and lots of shelves for my old books, loved and cared for and purchased over a lifetime, way before I had girls who grew up to be book junkies and collectors themselves. Once it had seemed like a huge luxury, but I was now dependent on a soaking tub for temporary escapes from reality. A fireplace wasn’t mandatory but greatly appreciated.

			James had his own list of must-haves. He gave me explicit instructions: if we were going to move to New Orleans, we couldn’t live in the French Quarter (tough for kids), we could not be on St. Charles (too much traffic), and we had to be near his work (he was going to try teaching at Tulane) and a place for his daily jog.

			But there was more: the house had to have super air-conditioning (Southerners are psycho about their fake chilled air), a killer shower with strong water pressure (no longer available in the era of environmental wackos and efficient toilet flushing). And most of all, he needed a private space where he could close the doors and never have to interact with any of my animals. And a special “steam” component in the shower was not mandatory but greatly appreciated.

			Nobody got 100 percent of the must-haves on their list. These were the grounds for opening negotiations.

			•   •   •

			On a family visit to New Orleans, I had gone house hunting alone. This gave me a distinct advantage. But there was no other way. James hates shopping for real estate almost as much as he hates snow. He opted instead for daytime drinking and lamenting with his sisters over his wife’s out-of-control materialism. I didn’t expect to find the right house immediately—who ever does? But after viewing five or six houses that were in the realm of possibility, and thanks to the astoundingly astute Realtor queen, Carmen Duncan, I discovered the grand vintage New Orleans home of my dreams.

			I was sure.

			I was in love.

			My father had just died and I had a feeling that the house was his parting supernatural gift to me. It happened so suddenly, so easily: it was meant to be. I’ll admit, it was a tad pricey given James’s parameters, but the house called to me. And the neighborhood called to me, and all around it, the shattered city, a place I loved.

			I telephoned James, breathless with excitement and flushed with victory. “You have to come immediately and see this house!” He complied, and soon afterward he pulled up with his sisters in tow—so many Carvilles squeezed together in one vehicle that they could barely exit in a civilized manner.

			JAMES

			AFTER HURRICANE KATRINA, I couldn’t stop thinking about the fragility of New Orleans. What really sets it apart from almost anywhere else in America is this: its survival isn’t guaranteed. Washington is going to be there fifty years from now. Dallas is going to be there. Nashville might get a flood or a tornado, but it’ll be there. Atlanta, Houston, Chicago, they’re not going anywhere.

			In New Orleans, that’s never a given. The city’s permanent existence is never assured. It’s environmentally fragile, it’s economically fragile and it’s politically fragile. After Katrina, it really could have gone either way.

			I couldn’t believe the stories I was hearing back in D.C. I understood what it meant that the levees had broken and that the water was going to go to the level of the lake. But it wasn’t only that two-thirds of the city had flooded. It was that the whole culture could go under. So many musical instruments had washed away, and the musicians who owned them were scattered all across the country. Hundreds of doctors left. Schools closed.

			I started having visions that New Orleans would wind up as a little spit of land on the Mississippi, the size of Key West. I could imagine us sitting around a piano thirty years from now, playing a couple of old songs and telling the kids how it used to be.

			I’d been raised sixty miles up the river in Carville, a little town named after my grandfather, who was the postmaster. I’d already witnessed pieces of old Louisiana disappear. My mother was Cajun, descended from the Acadians who settled in Louisiana, and she and my grandmother would talk to each other in French. I remember being kind of embarrassed by that as a kid. I wasn’t the only one. After World War II, everybody just wanted to be an American.

			These days, there are relatively few French speakers in Louisiana, but that wasn’t the case when I was growing up. I worked offshore on a dredge boat, and I’d hear people say, “You know what, I just can’t explain it to you in English.” There were some French-language radio stations, but they’ve largely gone off the air. As I got older, I couldn’t believe that we were so stupid, as a people, to lose that part of our culture.

			Culture is everything in New Orleans. If you live in Washington, you have three airports nearby. You’ve got stunning parks, breathtaking public spaces. The museums are world-class, not to mention free. You’ve got a world-class subway system. There’s a real quality of life.

			But nobody does culture like New Orleans. Most people know exactly what a Mardi Gras carnival krewe looks like. You’ve probably got a pretty good idea what a New Orleans funeral looks like. Our food, our music, our architecture, our second-line parades—it’s all very distinctive. Think about it. Who ever went to an Ohio restaurant and listened to Oregon music?

			After the storm, the thought kept gnawing at me: what if that culture doesn’t last? I had come to New Orleans and used it and abused it as a young man. I’d go down to the French Quarter to get drunk and stupid. Years later, Mary and I got married there. I always had a deep affection for the place. But I’d never done that much to really support it. For so long, I had taken for granted that it would always be here, all of that emotion and passion and creativity.

			When it dawned on me that it might not, I went from simply missing New Orleans to feeling this gripping fear that it might fade away before I could get down there for good. As much as anything, I wanted to get back home before home disappeared.

			MARY

			JAMES TOOK ONE LOOK at the grand old vintage mansion that I’d found and loved, and he started laughing. Then he started crying. He refused to even come up the stairs. I should have known. When I gave him the address on the phone, he had gasped.

			I had to drag him inside. He stood in the center hall and looked up the grand staircase and started crying anew. He looked to the left and right, to rooms adorned with their original Italian frieze borders, to the majestic fireplaces in every room—mantels of sculpted marble, mantels of intricately carved old wood. More tears. Almost wailing. No laughing now.

			What were his first words?

			“Oh, Mary, love of my life, bride of my dreams, mother of the century to my beloved children, wizard of home and hearth. Angel. Your wonders never cease to amaze and delight me!”

			Guess again.

			What he actually said was: “Way too expensive. Not gonna happen.”

			Did I mention that it was one block from his favorite cousin, Anne Milling, and her wonderful husband, King?

			Did I mention his sisters were racing around the house in all directions like screaming banshees—emitting oohs and aahs and moans of approval?

			Did I mention it was twice the size and half the price of the house we would be selling?

			Three months and multiple miraculous machinations and manipulations later, interspersed with several bouts of manly-man haggling over the price—three months of haggling was a blink of an eye in our household—Chester James Carville was heading home again. And loving every square inch of his house and his wife.

			Did I mention his bathroom had a steam shower?

			But we did find ourselves saying to each other, “Are we being stupid? Will this really work? Can we really move away from Washington like that, so easily?”

			Right decision?

			Wrong decision?

			Only time would tell.

			JAMES

			I NEVER WAS NOT FROM LOUISIANA. Whenever I said “home,” everyone knew exactly what I meant. When people see George Stephanopoulos on television, they don’t think of Cleveland. When they see Wolf Blitzer, they don’t think of Buffalo. On the other hand, I reek of Louisiana. You can smell it all over me.

			Truth is, I always feel slightly off anywhere other than down South. Even after two decades in Washington, I never quite felt like a citizen. I lived there, and I did the normal things people do when they live in a place. But that doesn’t make it home.

			MARY

			A CHURCH BELL TOLLED, and the faint sounds of other church bells farther away could be heard, tolling all across New Orleans, as they did every hour on the hour. Noise cops be damned. It was nine o’clock when I started my walk into the nighttime neighborhood.

			Gorgeous and Cherrie, my two long-haired dachshunds, ambled down the sidewalk, unaccustomed to the moist heat and fat misty air that sparkled with a weird ambient light. The dogs were doing that romping, excited, doggy-smiling thing that always attends an off-leash adventure in new terrain with fresh smells. We were sharing a moment, my precious pets and I. While they were sniffing and investigating, I took a deep breath and—for the very first time—smelled night-blooming jasmine. My senses were waking up for the first time in years, decades. A few steps down our block and suddenly I had the super-heightened sensory perception animals enjoy as a birthright.

			Like so many wives and moms, I deal with the logistics of family life—getting the practical things done. I came down to New Orleans ahead of James to get things ready in the house. I was buying pots and pans and gadgets for the kitchen (not that we needed any more, but it was a mandatory part of my moving ritual). I was finding schools for Matty and Emerson, who were going into the fifth and eighth grades. I was getting the gas piped in, the electricity turned on, ordering cable and the James-mandated Direct TV (so he could have 1,001 sports channels), all the things you have to do when you move to a new place. (Did I mention that James thinks people just walk into any new home and ESPN appears by magic?)

			I was still waiting for our furniture and clothes. It’s easy to forget what that’s like—to live in an empty house before your stuff comes. It’s awful but wonderful. The girls and I love camping out on the floor, but James is a good mattress and crisp, fresh bedding snob.

			Thinking about all this now, I feel like launching some fireworks, a tribute to mother–movers across the land.

			Behind me in the dark grass and bushes, I heard new sounds. The many cats of the neighborhood, left homeless by Hurricane Katrina, but fed and protected by everyone, were trailing the dogs and me. I could hear them skulking in the shrubs and see their moving shadows as we walked ahead.

			I didn’t go far. In the daylight hours, sunny Uptown seemed safe, but at night, it became a mysterious place that I didn’t know at all. Katrina had devastated the Crescent City and many blocks were still in ruins, where the inhabitants couldn’t or wouldn’t come home.

			Unlike so many neighborhoods, where ruined and uninhabited houses were spray-painted with various warnings, our neighborhood was mostly intact. The worst of the physical devastation had been removed but the psychic toll was still palpable. Nobody whined, but there was a silent residual feeling of fear. In the post-Katrina chaos, homes on our block had been looted and most of our neighbors had guns and ammo. The block had even pooled money to hire a neighborhood security patrol. As for me, I had a baseball bat and a couple of vintage army knives and bayonets that brought me little comfort. They were still in transit.

			On a more primal level than personal safety, though, I really fear getting lost. My sense of direction is notoriously bad. And James, the human GPS, had been telling me for years that I couldn’t follow the normal compass directions—north, south, east, west—to find my way around New Orleans. Even street maps confused me.

			The city works off the mother ship: the Mississippi River, which gives it its distinctive crescent shape and the neighborhoods and districts that flow into each other. New Orleans is ordered not so much by numbers and letters—there’s nothing like a grid system—but more by human metrics: original ethnic settlements, wards, parishes, neighborhoods and districts of certain activities, each encompassing multiple intricacies and idiosyncratic names or known by events that just stuck. Major streets and avenues are reference points rather than landmarks.

			Each street name tells a story. In the French Quarter, for instance, all the streets named for royals, particularly illegitimate sons of the kings of France, are flanked and separated by streets named for saints.

			And just when you think you know where you’re going, a street will arbitrarily change names when it crosses into a new ’hood. Because, well . . . just because.

			For example, we live in Uptown—upriver from the French Quarter—referred to by some as the University District because it houses Tulane and Loyola universities. Our house is on Palmer Avenue, which is the “lake” side of St. Charles Avenue (named for Carlos III of Spain) and the “river” side of Freret Street, where Katrina’s floodwaters stopped. Palmer Avenue becomes Webster Street on the river side of St. Charles because Reverend Webster was run over by a streetcar there and it seemed fitting to name a street after him. And St. Charles turns into Royal Street downriver when you cross into the French Quarter, and it becomes River Road upriver above Uptown/University. The name of our church is St. Stephen, which is in the Good Shepherd parish because the Katrina devastation resulted in the conflation of three churches into one new parish. And where we live is considered “organized.”

			Confused?

			In our first weeks in New Orleans, it was too overwhelming to think about all this. Instead, I determined my safe zone—where I could walk safely and how far I could go without getting accosted or lost. The safe zone was to the end of our block, where I could actually see our house. I walked only that far, and then I walked back.

			And I always locked our doors.

			But, just a few steps away from the house, even in that short distance, not even one-eighth of a mile, I was overcome by the beauty and breadth of the junglelike foliage. I stared in wonder at the gigantic live oaks with their long arms sweeping high above the house and down to the street. I inhaled the new fragrances, so many all at once. I watched the lush fronds move in the breeze. All I could think was: Jurassic Park.

			At the end of our block, I was struck by a feeling that I hadn’t had since my childhood. When I was a girl, well before I hit puberty, I had the decorating bug already and had papered the wall above my top bunk with dozens of color photographs from National Geographic. I liked to pretend I was an adventurer, and at night and in the early morning, when I awoke, my eyes traveled to exotic places I doubted that I would ever see.

			And now, here I was: the adult me, on a most unexpected exploration with my menagerie of domesticated dogs and semiferal cats. I had always dreamed life would be one seamless adventure, destination unknown. And now, the journey was just beginning.

			Naturally, there will always be forces that make you want to stop in your tracks. They’re not necessarily evil; they’re just obstacles. For instance, my kids weren’t sure about moving. Washington was the only home they’d known. And all their friends were there. My husband—even though James was born and raised and loved Louisiana with every cell of his being, and we’d been married in New Orleans—wasn’t totally sure it was the right thing either.

			After twenty-eight years for me in Washington, and twenty years for him, it was unthinkable that we’d leave the place where we’d made our careers, had our babies, had so many friends and experiences. Who leaves Washington?

			All of my friends were unified in their response.

			“What? You’re doing what? You’ll be back. You’ll be back in six months.”

			Right decision? Wrong decision?

			How would everything turn out?

			My previous operating principle in life was to figure things out as quickly as I could—check that task off my list. Make the unknown known. Get the lay of the land. I am a quick study. New Orleans taught me—demanded of me—a different way of living, the way I had always hoped to live. I learned to stop trying to have all the answers, and delight at new discoveries every day instead.

			Let mysteries unravel at their own speed.

			JAMES

			I NEVER HATED WASHINGTON. And I didn’t move away because I wanted to run away from something. I just discovered that I didn’t want to live there anymore. People in D.C. tend to care very much about the latest political fight or the next campaign, but nobody gives a crap whether LSU wins or loses. Most people didn’t even know the line on the game. That alone was enough to make me feel like an outsider at times.

			That’s not to say I didn’t enjoy Washington. I loved being in the center of the storm all those years. I was very close to a president and the people who worked for him. A lot of good things happened during Bill Clinton’s tenure in the 1990s, things I’m very proud of. I wouldn’t trade those experiences, even the dark days, for anything.

			But I never was going to be that guy in his seventies, living out his last days in some apartment building on Connecticut Avenue. I was coming home. I didn’t know when, and I didn’t know under what circumstances. I just knew it would happen at some point. It always lingered in the back of my mind.

			Who am I to say whether Washington has gotten better or worse over the years? That depends on your perspective. All I knew was that it had begun to change in very tangible ways. The whole media landscape had grown so fractured; the news cycles had become constant and too often devoid of any real substance. So many people we’d known and grown to trust—in the media, in politics, in local business—began to die off or move on.

			That’s not necessarily a bad thing. It’s just change, and it’s inevitable. But it also forced us to think about whether we’d been there long enough.

			By late 2006, I think Mary and I both were growing a little weary of D.C. Twenty years in the pressure cooker will do that to you. I’d fought and clawed to get there. I’d had a good run. I wasn’t mad at anybody. But I was kind of losing interest in the conversation.

			MARY

			JAMES FLEW INTO LOUIS ARMSTRONG AIRPORT the next morning and I drove to pick him up—quite proud of myself for getting there on time in spite of being directionally challenged. James got behind the wheel and I felt instantly safe again. Daddy’s home.

			We were yammering away, catching up, holding hands, scared and excited to be starting yet another unexpected adventure. Of course, food being central to James, he made an immediate beeline to our neighborhood grocery store to get his favorite homegrown Louisiana specialties.

			His cell phone started buzzing, a sound that usually sets my molars to grinding since it is the ceaseless sound that accompanies James everywhere, anytime—he jawbones on the phone way more than any girl I’ve ever known—but I was so happy to be with him and be home, I let it go.

			He was all smiles. “Hey, man! Just pulled into town!”

			Then silence.

			“Tim Russert is dead?”

			My instant and only thought: they must mean Big Russ, Tim’s daddy in Buffalo—not Tim himself. It was too much to take in. We couldn’t believe it. We didn’t believe it.

			His phone buzzed again. It was Tim’s MSNBC producer, and she was weeping and weeping, barely able to get out the words. James and I couldn’t speak either. That day we fell into pieces that couldn’t be picked up.

			JAMES

			I REMEMBER IT LIKE IT WAS YESTERDAY. June 13, 2008. Friday the thirteenth. Day one in our new home in New Orleans. I’d just gotten to town that morning. Mary had come the night before. The boxes were unpacked. The refrigerator was empty.

			We had hopped in the car to pick up a few groceries at Langenstein’s, a little family store that’s been there forever down on Arabella Street. Bread, milk, eggs, coffee. The basic stuff you need just to get a house started.

			That’s when my cell phone rang. It was Al Hunt, a longtime Washington reporter and an old friend.

			“I’ve got the most awful news you can imagine,” he said. “I think Tim just died.”

			“That can’t be true,” I said.

			Another call was already coming in. I recognized the number. It was Barbara Fant, Tim’s executive producer at MSNBC. She was weeping. That’s when I knew.

			Here’s the thing. I talked to Tim Russert every day, including most weekends. For years, we hardly ever missed a day. Sometimes it was about politics. But most times it was about sports, about our families, about all kinds of other stuff. He’d call me sometimes when LSU scored a touchdown, just to say congratulations.

			I can’t tell you the number of conversations I’d had with him about moving back to New Orleans and what it would mean. He was a Buffalo boy at heart. He knew all about having deep roots. He understood the pull of home.

			I’d been connected to Tim and Meet the Press for decades. That was one of the strongest ties I had to Washington.

			And then, boom. Out of nowhere, he was gone.

			It was almost like somebody slapped me and said, “All right. You want to move? You want to leave Washington after all these years? Fine, I’ll sever one of your biggest connections to it.”

			In life, you sort of get over everything. My father and my mother died. I lost a brother. It’s certainly never the same after that, but you move on.

			Still, Tim’s death hit me hard. Not only because he was such a dear friend, but also because in some strange and visceral way it marked an end and a beginning. The before and the after. Washington and New Orleans. We were leaving behind a world we had known for a new one filled with uncertainty.

			I’ll never forget that day. Even now, I take a different route when I go to Langenstein’s. I still won’t go down Arabella Street.

			MARY

			I DON’T REMEMBER WHO SAID, “You have to come do the show on Sunday. Brokaw’s hosting it.” All I remember, besides an all-encompassing pain, was my aching heart for Maureen Orth and Luke Russert, Tim’s wife and son. Of course we had to do it. How could we not?

			Maureen and Luke are like family to us. Maureen had long been an incredible gal pal and Luke was forever the son we didn’t have. There wasn’t any other thought but We gotta go. There isn’t anything you can really do for a grieving family. But, still, you have to try. Unfortunately, from personal experience, I knew Maureen and Luke would be deprived of the normal quiet grieving process, of somberly being surrounded by family and close friends.

			Washington, D.C., culture dictated that the Russerts put on a lavish, multitiered televised event where all the D.C. Doyennes and Masters of the Universe could make an appearance and put on a good show of personal grief. I don’t mean to suggest that Tim’s passing didn’t strike deep pain and shock into the hearts of his legions of friends and colleagues. But I was also certain his funeral would be attended by far fewer who knew Timothy John Russert of Buffalo, New York, than those who simply knew of the famous man and his coveted Sunday show. And, as if they weren’t in enough pain already, dealing with the clamoring “This Town” crowd would be tough for his family.

			So we got on a plane and went back to Washington—the city we’d literally just left behind. My heart was sinking. And just because God likes to rub it in sometimes, almost all my wardrobe was in transit, so I was forced to go power shopping for a suitable made-for-TV funeral outfit. Even in my pit of despair, I realized the standard moving garb of shorts and flip-flops wasn’t gonna cut it.

			Appearing on Meet the Press was the last thing I wanted to do, but I consoled myself with the thought that our love for Tim would make the whole ordeal a cakewalk. I was wrong about that.

			The Sunday show was horrible. James could not stop crying, so I had to keep it together and be coherent. (Please don’t remind me that I wasn’t.) The set felt foreign and soulless without Tim. For me, the whole thing was the worst kind of good-bye ever created. And I hate good-byes. I have avoided them all my life. My mom must have been the same way. She had cancer when I was young and she never told any of us, my dad or my brother or my sister or me. She just got thinner and thinner, more and more exhausted, until she left us for good.

			All the new losses in our lives trigger painful memories of the old ones.

			Misery upon misery, I had just been reunited with Tim—another of God’s gut shots, I guess. He and James spoke every day on the phone, usually more than once. But during the long and tortured Scooter Libby investigation and trial, a display of prosecutorial excess the likes of which I hope to never see again, but know I will—Tim and I weren’t allowed to speak because Scooter and I had worked together in the Bush/Cheney White House. Scooter had been falsely accused of leaking the identity of CIA operative Valerie Plame, and the case more or less turned on a long forgotten and irrelevant conversation he’d had with Tim, who had been called to testify against Scooter, and I got grilled by the FBI and called before a grand jury.

			I am not going to rehash this travesty of justice here, otherwise I will get riled up again over the utter havoc wreaked upon innocent lives in a political parlor game. But the point is, while the ugly circus was going on, nobody in a massive radius of the White House was permitted to talk to most anybody in the D.C. metro area, including Tim and me.

			When the trial was finally over, and we could talk again, I called Tim and we both cried and cried into the phone, because we were family, a family ripped apart through no fault of their own. Because I loved him like that.

			And then he dies on our first day in New Orleans. To me, leaving God out of it, this was definitely not a good sign. This wasn’t a good omen of any kind. And it made me ask myself again: Right decision? Wrong decision? I really wanted an answer.

			The funeral was at Tim’s Georgetown church, Holy Trinity. He was super Catholic. As expected, everybody who was anybody in the political and power world—and plenty of straphangers—showed up. We were aching to say good-bye to our dear friend, but it wasn’t so much Tim’s funeral as a generic Important Washington Person funeral. Non-Catholics and known atheists stood in line for Communion and somberly walked out, square in the line of the camera.

			I guess if you are seen at an important Washington funeral it means you are worth something, that you matter and count. It might even determine your per-hour billing charge at a law, lobbying or PR firm. I don’t know why I was so upset by it; I had already endured the funereal extravaganza of my late boss and mentor, Lee Atwater, as well as one of my very best friends, Ann Devroy. Atwater was the RNC chairman and Ann was a White House reporter for the Washington Post, but they were first and foremost a father, a mother, a son, a daughter, a husband, a wife, a beloved friend. And I hated those send-offs.

			But there we were.

			The church service was followed by a big to-do at the Kennedy Center, and I said, “I cannot go to that.” We had front-row seats, we were told. I said, “I’m not going.” And James was of the same sorrowful sentiment. But, of course, we did go. We sat in the back in undesignated seats and cut out early before the “after-party.” We went to the Palm and got drunk and even then we still couldn’t talk about it, but we sure could cry.

			JAMES

			THEY HAD CALLED AND ASKED if Mary and I would come on a special edition of Meet the Press honoring Tim that Sunday, two days after he died, so we turned around and flew back to Washington. Tom Brokaw was going to host the show. Doris Kearns Goodwin was coming, along with Mike Barnicle and a few others.

			Neither of us felt much like going on national television at that moment. We both were a mess. But how could you say no? I don’t really remember what I said that day, other than talking about how Tim genuinely loved politics and how he was actually even a better guy than people imagined him to be. Mostly, I just remember trying not to cry on air.

			There’s a word that’s used in Washington in a way that is seldom used in other places. And the word is relationship. The relationship-to-friendship ratio in Washington is really skewed. It would sound odd in most places if you said, “You know, I have a relationship with that guy.” People don’t blink at a sentence like that in Washington. I had a relationship with people in the press. I had a relationship with political people in Washington. I had a friendship with Tim Russert. We talked probably a dozen times a week. We had basketball tickets together, baseball tickets together. I did a radio show with his son. I did his show God-knows-how-many Sundays. Our families spent holidays together.

			So when he died, different people had different reactions. Some people lost a colleague. Some people lost a TV personality they watched every Sunday morning. Some people lost a guy they had a relationship with. I lost a damn good friend. I was grieving profoundly. By Monday afternoon, we’d done Meet the Press. I’d done some other interviews about his death. We’d been to the funeral at Tim’s church in Georgetown. And afterward came this big see-and-be-seen event at the Kennedy Center, which I think would have amused Tim, the spectacle of it all.

			Mary and I left early. We’d just had enough. We didn’t feel like seeing or being seen that day. What we really felt like was getting the hell away from everybody else and wallowing in our misery for a while. So we left. I honestly don’t even remember where we went. Even now, it’s all kind of a blur.

			MARY

			THE REST OF THAT SUMMER was a blur too—an inferno blur of heat and humidity while we were settling in. Our dogs were very happy to have us home. And my safe zone expanded. Each week, we walked farther into our neighborhood, exploring more. Everywhere I looked, there was something mind-blowing to study. My senses were still in heightened doggie mode. My sound library was building up. In addition to the mellifluous around-the-clock tolling church bells, there were jungle insect sounds—buzzing, crackling, chirping—and the low clackity-clack of the streetcars on St. Charles Avenue at the end of our block, plus the random but frequent outbreaks of indigenous local music.

			People drove down the street in broad daylight with an entire musical ensemble playing away, right in the back of their pickups. In the middle of Audubon Park, a few blocks from us, there was an old guy on oxygen, a senior citizen attached to some kind of portable breathing device, playing the violin every afternoon.

			Like in all of New Orleans, there are countless places of worship in our neighborhood. We have a synagogue on one corner, a Catholic church next door to that, Presbyterian or Episcopalian churches across the street. Along with the inescapable bells, you can’t fail to feel a sense of the sacred and other invisible realms around you. Even before I was officially religious, before I had a concrete framework or an easier way to discuss it, living in New Orleans made me acutely aware of our connectivity to something beyond the limiting boundaries of the material world. Of stuff. Of self. I could feel a natural, timeless order to the world, even if it was unrevealed.

			James started running in Audubon Park every afternoon. It was just down the street, really, across from Loyola and Tulane. By midsummer I had started walking there, usually alone with the dogs. The land was purchased for a city park in 1871, became a site for the World’s Fair in 1884, and was blasted to the ground by the hurricane of 1915. It was rebuilt following a design drafted by John Charles Olmsted, one of the brothers in the revered family firm that created Central Park in Manhattan. It was laid to waste yet again by Katrina, but it is quickly regaining its timeless glory. So it’s gorgeous, a bit mysterious—the way all great parks are. It isn’t like D.C. and Alexandria’s Old Town were without amazing natural beauty of their own, but I rarely had time to slow down, let alone just stop and be absorbed in it.

			Many of the giant live oaks there didn’t survive Katrina, but the new plantings were taking off like Jack’s beanstalk. New Orleans is a paradise for vegetation. After a rain, everything explodes. You can almost hear it, the sound of growth; a day or two later the trees are another foot taller.

			The first time I went to the park alone, I noticed the nesting trees near the alligator pond. Egrets would swoop in at dusk, when you could see the diffused light of the setting sun through the Spanish moss. I made a nightly vigil to watch them—hundreds of these magical primordial birds—and studied their varying plumage and tried to discern their pecking order. Their cackling was loud, deafening. And then, suddenly, they’d all grow quiet at the same time.

			Very few of the other park walkers and runners paid much attention to this airborne circus. The nesting trees were no big deal to them—just another everyday New Orleans occurrence. But the dogs and I would stand and stare, watching the egrets swoop in with their long legs hanging behind them as they immediately went to their predestined hierarchical positions.

			Later on, I realized that the ones on the top of the tree had the greatest plumage, and the little birds with less plumage were on the bottom. Here, I thought, was one piece of the natural, timeless order revealed. What would come next?

			JAMES

			MY WIFE WAS HAPPY IN NEW ORLEANS. I mean, truly, deeply, instantly happy. More than I could have imagined when we first cooked up the idea of moving back to Louisiana.

			Although she’s from Chicago and spent nearly three decades in Washington, almost everything about New Orleans fits her personality, from the food to the religion. After all, she insisted on getting married here in 1993. This was always one of her favorite places even before we met.

			In part, I think she’s drawn toward tradition. She likes subtle noises and the smell of magnolias and jasmine. She likes the tolling of old church bells, the rumbling of the streetcar clapping its way along St. Charles Ave, the sound of a distant gospel choir. She loves spiritual, mystical, ancient things, and New Orleans is all of the above. If you’re that kind of person, you’re really going to like it down here.

			If you’re the kind of person who’s into modern things, and you don’t like bugs and you prefer low humidity, this ain’t the place for you. It’s not Phoenix. It’s not Denver. There’s weird stuff that goes on here. There’s voodoo and screwed-up streets and rickety old houses and second-line jazz funerals and the eternal threat of hurricanes and floods.

			New Orleans definitely isn’t for everyone; I’d be the first to admit that. But if it’s for you, it’s really for you.

			For our girls, those first days and weeks were daunting; it must have seemed like a different country to them altogether. To them, it must have seemed like an utterly strange land, like when Dorothy arrives in Oz and everything about it seems foreign and foreboding.

			They were so young. Washington was the only life they’d really ever known. They were the new kids in school, and everything about the move was a huge adjustment.

			I’ve always been a creature of Louisiana. I’m a brown-blooded American—cut into me, and my blood comes out the color of the river. When we got down here, Mary and the girls were still red-blooded creatures of Washington. But I hoped it would only be a matter of time before their veins started to turn brown too.

			MARY

			ONE DAY THAT FIRST SUMMER, I took the girls outside and I said, “Come explore the neighborhood with me.” So we walked down the block to Audubon Park, which was becoming central to their father’s physical and their mother’s spiritual daily life in our new home. As soon as we got to the first grove of live oaks, it started to rain.

			Except it didn’t just rain—it was a full-fledged, hurricane–velocity, gusting storm replete with nonstop lightning and thunder. Ba-boom! Ba-boom! The dogs were freaking out and pretty soon the girls and I were freaking out. You really don’t want to be in Audubon Park when a summer storm hits. The lightning began striking closer and closer; the thunder was deafening. There
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			AFTERWORD

			MARY

			SO HERE WE ARE at the updated paperback. To my profound pleasure, and I suppose shock, Love & War was treated fairly by the critics. More importantly to me, since I plan never to pen another, readers received this book in the exact way I had intended and hoped.

			That is to say, the interest in and appreciation for New Orleans dominated the response to it. Of course, we got the mandatory queries on contemporary politics, but they were largely perfunctory. Certainly the well-documented, near universal fatigue with all things political played into that response, but the nature of the questions about New Orleans suggested a gravitational pull to positivism and optimism.

			JAMES

			AND HERE I GO agreeing with my wife again out of the gate. I have to say that traveling around the country this time for the book tour, I was particularly impressed with this sense that most people would like the country to “get back together.” There’s this feeling that in politics, people used to get along much better. There’s a nostalgia for Ronald Reagan–Tip O’Neill collegial relationships among people from both parties. They pine for a day reminiscent of the time when people from both parties were willing to compromise.

			That certainly is what drives some of the curiosity about Mary and me. And I think it too is what is so appealing about what is happening in New Orleans. We’ve sort of put down some of the ideological arguments for a more pragmatic and practical sort of politics. Some of that is certainly driven by necessity given what the city has been through, but on the whole, that’s been good for the innovation that’s happening here—on education, health care, government reform and more.

			MARY

			AS WE TRAVELED, audiences of all political persuasions genuinely wanted to understand how the Big Easy moved on from such monumental difficulties. Not just moved on, but improved, excelled and became a national prototype for urban resurrection. How did we clean up city hall corruption; improve and expand health care, education, entrepreneurship; restore and exceed our traditional beauty; preserve our unique heritage and culture? And how on earth did we fix all those potholes?

			To repeat the central message of Love & War, when individuals come together with elbow grease, faith and determination in their communities, magic happens.

			We reelected our great mayor, Mitch Landrieu; we expunged hundreds of crooked pols; we rebuilt our infrastructure; we established a lively business and family friendly environment. We kept on task. We rewarded success and eschewed failures, no matter what or how much political force was brought to bear.

			And we had (and are having) a lot of fun in the process. If you have been among the thousands of visitors who helped us garner the designation from National Geographic or Travel & Leisure as one of the top places in the world to visit, you know what I mean.

			If you haven’t visited us, well . . . your big-time loss.

			You’re not just missing only-in-NOLA fun; you are missing an opportunity to see history and regeneration from a front row seat.

			We are in the early stages of preparation for the three hundredth anniversary in 2018, when all our glorious history and progress will be on sui generis display. Be there or be square—to which my daughters would say, “Mom, the 1950s are calling; they want their lame sayings back.” Nonetheless, you must check it out.

			JAMES

			I THINK WE CERTAINLY NOTED IT in Love & War, but there are few people Mary and I share a positive opinion about, and one is our mayor, Mitch Landrieu. For the city’s sake, he was reelected in February with another mandate.

			I’ve always believed that Democrats are better for the economy, and on the smaller scale, Mitch proves that in New Orleans. The city is open for business. I cannot drive around the damn city without hitting a construction site. There are ribbon cuttings and grand openings on a daily basis. In the six years that we’ve been back in New Orleans, there seems like no better time to be here. As we head toward the tenth anniversary of Katrina in 2015, there’s a real opportunity to turn the page. New Orleans will be three hundred years old in 2018, and that seems like the perfect new rallying point for the city.

			The only thing missing from New Orleans has been my girls. I can barely talk about it, but having them both out of the house has been something of a struggle. That’s all I can say about it. But I am very proud of them.

			Since the book was released, Matty got another dog (I don’t think I’m even supposed to know about it). But it’s more or less been more of the same.

			I also joined Fox News, which, if you know anything about my past comments about the network, might seem strange. But hey, where else can you go punch holes through their vapid, inane arguments on a daily basis. On the downside, it complicates our marriage even further because now all Mary has is Rush. She can’t even turn on the TV.

			MARY

			SPEAKING OF THE LOVELY FAMILY . . .

			To all you (beautiful) critter-loving kindred spirits: as you are well aware, our four-legged and winged friends do age exponentially faster than we of the two-legged species. You would think such speedy disintegration might provide some small consolation (or at least distraction) if you are in that demographic cohort who is shocked—shocked!—by daily discoveries of new gray hairs, fresh crow’s-feet and yes, stubborn belly fat.

			It isn’t.

			But in the way that we learn so much from our animal kingdom kin, maybe we can stop and consider how gracefully and happily they embrace their “maturing” status.

			Overnight, my beloved Killer cat morphed into Jabba the Hut with fur. He has few remaining teeth and sizeable swaths of fur fly off his body in a strong wind. His snorting and snoring make the ludicrous sounds your husband emits sound like gentle purring. And, unlike your hubby, you cannot dispatch him to another room to sleep because he follows you wherever you go and wraps his mammoth, toothless, fur-flying, wheezing carcass around your neck. Which is double annoying, since he sleeps all day. He sleeps through his sister-kitty’s screeching tirades, which have increased in frequency as the days add up for her, owing to her deafness, I suppose.

			Yet, they are both content.

			They eat what they want, when they want, and loll around in the sun for hours at a time.

			They do not mourn their departed furry and feathered friends (the rats and birds all passed since we last met) or miss their canine buddies, whom I reluctantly sent to our Virginia farm as a gesture of sincerity in my quest for marital tranquility.

			They demonstrate their utter apathy at our daughters’ departures by refusing to relinquish the sofa spots they’ve staked out when the girls come home on school breaks.

			In short, we should all wish to be so chillaxed in the face of time marching on.

			Okay, don’t take this the wrong way, but I miss my critters more than I miss my daughters moving on. Maybe because they moved up and out rather than on. Actually, I am pretty much more on call than I was when we were all under the same roof.

			Remember all the times your mother told you she’d get smarter as you got older? It is true! I am no longer the dorky loser-mom of yore with all the rules; I have been upgraded to dorky answer-mom . . . with an open checkbook.

			Or maybe it is because I am so proud of them. Both have excelled in their academics; have made lovely and fun friends; are thoughtful, kind and compassionate in ways that make me think they might have been adopted.

			They even learned how to cook and do their own laundry! Not that they’re not amazed that their mother can do three months of laundry without breaking a sweat or whip up a tomato pie in the time it takes them to pick out a pair of shoes and put on their make-up.

			Or maybe it’s because they read books I’ve never heard of, know things I’ve never dreamed of, have aspirational dreams I never knew existed.

			They’ve turned me on to things that make me belly laugh out loud; they inspire me, entertain me, enlighten me with almost everything that they say or do.

			They have become flat-out the most interesting people I’ve ever known and the only ones I want to be with for all eternity.

			So I am okay with their being home only episodically. Their homecomings are so rich.

			James, on the other hand, appears to still be reeling. I say “appears” because we can no longer talk about it. Talking about their being gone would deconstruct our painstakingly crafted self-deception. They really aren’t growing up and we really aren’t growing old.

			Good thing we are expert spinners.

			Speaking of spinning, the national political universe is a veritable whirling dervish these days.

			If you believed the punditry, you’d think the Tea Party was dead, or what lives on is a bunch of dumb hick shit kickers. You would be remarkably stupid to believe such a thing. The Tea Party was never a “party” or even a movement at all. It is a way of living, a call to the wisdom of the ages.

			Whatever the electoral success, if you have any doubt a dedicated, resolute constitutional fervor hasn’t impacted both traditional national parties, you must be kin to Rip Van Winkle or regular viewers of MSNBC.

			JAMES

			NOTE THAT MARY SORT OF DISMISSES the electoral success as if that is not what this whole thing is about.

			Needless to say, in 2014, there is a lot of wind in the face of the Democrats. A high wrong-track number for the direction of the country, six years of an incumbent president and exposure in “red state” Senate seats held by Democrats. It all points to a pretty problematic year.

			What almost always happens in these off-year elections is one party does better than the other. So the question is, “How many competitive Senate seats are there?” Charlie Cook makes a living on this sort of thing, but let’s for simple math’s sake say there are ten competitive US Senate seats. One party will typically win seven or eight of those in play. It doesn’t split five to five.

			I am only hopeful because recent history indicates that Democrats will outperform expectations. Since 2006, the Democrats have lost very few, and I mean very few, competitive Senate seats.

			As for 2016, I think we know enough to draw a pretty large conclusion. And that is simply this—other than Hillary Clinton, there is not a particularly impressive candidate or potential candidate in either party right now. I am sure someone could have said that about Bill Clinton in 1990. And certainly, someone said that about Barack Obama in 2006. But if for some reason she doesn’t run, there will be a mad scramble. And for Democrats that will be disconcerting.

			The one thing that I know—and I’m sure Secretary Clinton knows—is that come 2016, the voters will not really be looking for an election to rehash old debates. It is not going to be about former president Bill Clinton’s record, just as it is not going to be about Bush 43’s record. Frankly, as highly regarded as Bill Clinton’s presidency was, it was better than you think. Similarly, the way we loathed George W. Bush’s time in office, it was worse than you think.

			Any long discussions of these issues will turn voters away in droves. Believe it or not, given the trauma of the finance-induced horrific recession, voters are going to be looking for an election about their lives and about their futures. The truth of the matter is that there is an actual shovel-ready message for Secretary Clinton on how we can make Washington work to rebuild America’s devastated middle class.

			Rarely has there been a coming presidential campaign with such an obvious and effective message available to a candidate. We can continue to list what this will be about—Bill Clinton; George W. Bush; the attack in Benghazi, Libya; Monica Lewinsky; Whitewater; the IRS political targeting scandal—but none of that is going to matter one half of an inch outside of the right-wing echo chamber. Reince Priebus, the chairman of the Republican National Committee, said in February that Republicans will have a “truckload” of material to use against Secretary Clinton. Well, I will help Reince drive those trucks and show him where to park. It isn’t what matters, and it is not what voters care about.

			To a large extent it is going to be less about President Obama and what happened during his administration than people think. The Democrats and our nominee presumably—and hopefully, Secretary Clinton—will say the following: “Obama had a huge task; he had to wind down wars in the Middle East; he had to rescue the American auto industry; and, by the way, he had to fix a very broken health care system. And you know what, he did those things, but the task ahead of us is difficult and necessary.”

			The task ahead is about growing and expanding the middle class. It is about creating the conditions in which people who play by the rules and work hard can get ahead. The message is about expanding economic opportunity for the American people.

			Regardless of the message, they will still need a candidate who can win. On the Republican side, that field is nowhere near impressive. Rand Paul and Ted Cruz have no shot at being nominated. The GOP has no history of nominating someone with that sort of experience.

			Jeb Bush may run, but while he may seem impressive to the punditry, he is not viewed as that impressive by the American people. If you don’t believe me, check out his polling numbers (see pollster.com for details). There’s also any number of well-discussed prior business relationships that will draw much scrutiny (see “Lehman Brothers”).

			Wisconsin governor Scott Walker, as of this writing, is engaged in a brutal reelection campaign, part of it focused on less-than-promised job numbers.

			So bear with me—I think they have two possibilities. And please hold your laughter until I’m through.

			Number one is Rick Perry. The case that he can do better than you think is pretty simple—he’s been around the track once. Granted, it is the same track he essentially finished last on, but Perry can raise a bucket load of money without even trying and he, unlike Walker, has a compelling economic story to tell. Certainly, more of that has to do with the energy explosion than any of his policies, but he gets credit nonetheless. Washington Monthly did a good job debunking some of his “Texas miracle” arguments, but I suspect his story will be pretty hard to combat in sound bites.

			Number two is even less plausible today but could happen—Mitt Romney. He too has been around the track once or twice and handled himself well. The Netflix documentary about him on the 2012 campaign trail couldn’t do anything but help. This only has a chance if the process gets bogged down and the above-mentioned candidates sort of muck it up. If the convention were to somehow be deadlocked, Mitt could be their guy again. It’s highly remote but—come on—people like me fantasize about this sort of thing. And hey, a guy can dream, right?

			There’s a lot of time between now and then, though.

			At the end of the day, we all know that our democracy is not perfect. But I have come to the conclusion that our democracy is as imperfect today as any time in recent history. One of the reasons why Love & War resonates is because the polarization in Washington is here to stay, for several reasons: the proliferation of news organizations that are echo chambers for a point of view; the way we live—with Democrats in cities and Republicans in suburbs and rural areas; campaign finance; gerrymandering; and on and on.

			If you look at it strictly from a political landscape lens, it’s simple: It will be exceedingly difficult for the Democrats to win the House of Representatives. In order for that to happen, we would have to win the popular vote by 4.5 to 5 points—it would have to be a Democratic wave election due to the way in which the seats are drawn and all of the above reasons. Conversely—and as I laid out in 40 More Years—it has become equally difficult for Republicans to win back the presidency. Their base, white voters, make up 2 percent less of the electorate every four years. In 2008, they made up 74 percent of voters; in 2012, 72 percent of voters. I suspect the trend will hold if not accelerate, and white voters will be only 70 percent of the electorate in 2016. In the last six cycles, the Democrats have carried states whose electoral votes total 242. That doesn’t include any of the traditional “swing” states we think about. If you just add Florida and nothing else, Democrats win. The electoral college map favors Democrats for a long time to come.

			So you have something close to a permanently entrenched Republican majority in “the people’s house” in Congress that is dominated by a fringe segment of a political party and is constantly being challenged from the right in primaries. And absent some big compelling shift, you have a permanent Democratic presidency, where Democratic primary voters are charged with picking the next president.

			Until this dual lock is picked, and both of these dynamics change, I think we are looking at more of the same.

			MARY

			IF YOU CONTINUE TO BELIEVE “progressives” are the second coming or that their policies are the salvation of our future, again, wake up and turn the channel.

			Progressive policies have even greater unpopularity than they did when they spawned the constitutional concern that now grips the nation. National politicians from the Progressive Party up for reelection sound like Ronald Reagan while progressives in non-competitive seats sound like Nero off his meds. Still, the conventional wisdom insists the GOP has formed an insular circular Uzi firing squad.

			No amount of irrefutable positive data from red state governors or commonsense mayors of either party can dissuade progressives from their utopian cognitive dissonance.

			Initially, the progressives predicted a 2014 midterm takeover of the House and an expansion of the Senate ranks. Now they monolithically and delusionally just chant, “Hillary . . . Hillary . . . Hillary . . . 2016.”

			Initially, they huffed and puffed about Barack Obama going down in the history books . . . and they may be right about that, but certainly not as “the one we’ve been waiting for,” more like “the one we can’t get rid of fast enough.”

			Meanwhile, Republican governors keep racking up successes, conservative candidates keep coming up with commonsense policies and normal Americans have run the emotional gamut from surprise to fear to anger to disgust with Democratic policies and politicians.

			The twenty-first-century Democratic demagogic and dictatorial primary thinkers have mutated into some obscene offspring of Woodrow Wilson and Saul Alinsky, who have in turn spawned policies producing the worst economic calamity and the greatest cultural degradation in our nation’s history.

			As Americans watch mouths agape at their communities and fellow citizens in unnecessary decline at the hands of progressives, liberals just keep freaking out over Rush Limbaugh and Glenn Beck and Fox and people of faith. Tyrannical political correctness masquerades as civility. The earth is melting; God is dead; kids belong to the state; free birth control for everyone!

			Reality is soooooo yesterday, as is the history of progressivism. His Holiness Benedict XVI, Roman pontiff emeritus, fervently warned of liberalism’s contemporary signature accomplishments: “We are building a ‘dictatorship of relativism’ that does not recognize anything as definitive and whose ultimate goal consists solely of one’s own ego and desires. . . . Today the idea of truth and that of intolerance are almost completely fused, and so we no longer dare to believe in the truth or to speak of the truth.”

			Yet decades of liberal policies have produced the first generation to leave the country less well off than their forbearers. But, as has always been the wont of tyrants, liberals insist therein lies the road to restoration.

			If you’d rather light candles than curse the dark, let us turn to the best news for and opportunity for our restoration. This generation of the so-called Millennials, so often maligned, is a truly exceptional cohort. For all their parents’ selfishness and idiocy, they have grown up in an unprecedented era of quantum leap technology, which they are grafting onto a practical know-how, youthful energy and uncommon courage to produce real promise for a future better than the one handed to them.

			Everywhere you look, if you care to see them, young people are applying themselves with all the best ideals to all the best ideas with astounding results. James’s Tulane students, my own kids’ friends, the happy hordes of young people jammed into St. Peter’s Square for the canonizations of St. John Paul II and John XXIII, the swelling ranks of Teach for America kids.

			They have the right stuff; we keep giving them the wrong policies.

			So the other central message of Love & War is not a new one: to all things there is a season. You, your family, your pets, your community, your time and place.

			The New Orleans rebirth and the kids we birthed should make everyone smile . . . and chillax. But, as always and for all time . . . stay vigilant.
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